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(54) Gas fumigation 



(57) A method and system for fumigating a region 
with a non-flammable gaseous mixture including phos- 
phine. A sensor (74a-c) senses the concentration of 
phosphine for atmosphere of the region (44a-c) and a 
flow controller (38) controls flow to the region (44a-c) in 
response to the sensed concentration. A recycling pas- 



sage (42) removes a portion of the atmosphere from the 
region and returns the atmosphere to create a recycle 
flow through the region. In addition, a gas mixing system 
(20) is provided to supply the non flammable mixture by 
mixing phosphine from a phosphine source (24) and an 
inert substance from an inert substance source (22). 
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Description 

The present invention relates to a gas fumigation 
method and system, more particularly to a method and 
system for fumigating a region with a non-flammable 
gaseous mixture containing phosphine. 

Pests are a nuisance to many different types of busi- 
nesses. In agricultural and food production related in- 
dustries, infestations of pests, such as rodents or in- 
sects, cause significant problems. Pests often contam- 
inate crops or food products stored in silos and render 
them unfit or unappealing for use as foods or food in- 
gredients. In addition, the pests feed on stored crops 
and food products causing a significant losses. 

Although there are many different ways of control- 
ling pests : most current pest control processes rely on 
the use of chemicals. Pest control methods using chem- 
icals can be effective at destroying or limiting pest infes- 
tations, but they often have significant drawbacks. Most 
pesticidal chemicals in use today are toxic to humans. 
Therefore, workers must be isolated from areas in which 
the chemicals are being applied. In addition, crops or 
food products exposed to pesticidal chemicals may con- 
tain potentially dangerous chemical residues, requiring 
further processing to remove the residues. 

One type of pesticidal chemical is phosphine (PH 3 ). 
Phosphine is a gas capable of being used as a pesticidal 
fumigant to eliminate pests and to reduce pest infesta- 
tions. This gas is advantageous because it does not 
leave a residue after being used as a fumigant. Howev- 
er, phosphine gas is extremely flammable in air unless 
it is mixed with other gases and diluted sufficiently. Be- 
cause of this flammability risk, pest control processes 
using relatively pure phosphine can be very dangerous. 

One type of phosphine gas fumigation process uses 
phosphine gas generated from metal phosphide, such 
as aluminium phosphide or magnesium phosphide, 
shaped into tablets or pellets, and optionally placed into 
separate packets. When the metal phosphide is ex- 
posed to water, such as moisture in atmosphere, it re- 
acts with the water to generate phosphine gas. 

Pest fumigation relying on the generation of phos- 
phine from metal phosphides have a number of disad- 
vantages. Flammable concentrations of phosphine can 
accumulate and thereby create a significant risk of fire 
or explosion. Generation of phosphine from metal phos- 
phides often depends on climatic conditions, such as 
humidity and temperature. Workers can become ex- 
posed to toxic and potentially dangerous levels of phos- 
phine because they must enter confined areas to deploy 
or retrieve unreacted metal phosphides and its packag- 
ing material. Because of this risk, a significant number 
of workers must have personal protective equipment, 
rescue gear, and ongoing training. In addition, the resid- 
ual material of the metal phosphide reaction must be 
properly handled, packaged, transported, treated, and 
disposed. 

The reaction of metal phosphides and water is dif- 



2 

ficult to control and frequently requires a significant 
amount of time to be terminated. The use of excess 
amounts of metal phosphide to account for potential re- 
action inefficiencies sometimes generates excessive 
s amounts of phosphine. Continued generation of phos- 
phine is difficult to terminate without exposing workers 
to toxic and potentially flammable amounts of phos- 
phine. The difficulty in controlling the generation of 
phosphine often establishes a wide range of different 

10 phosphine concentrations. 

Although large amounts of metal phosphides could 
achieve a pesticidal atmosphere in a short amount of 
time, the use of excessive amounts of raw material and 
disposal cost limit such approaches. Typically, the reac- 
ts tion time of the metal phosphides and the means by 
which phosphine gas is distributed prevent rapid estab- 
lishment of a pesticidal atmosphere. 

When phosphine is mixed with other gases, the re- 
sulting gaseous mixture can be effective at fumigating 

20 pests. For example, US Patent No. 4,889,708 discloses 
a pressurised mixture of a diluent gas and phosphine 
gas in a container adapted to release the mixture of gas- 
es during fumigation. However, there is a need for sys- 
tems capable of managing the flow of such gaseous 

25 mixtures during fumigation of particular areas. In addi- 
tion, there is a need for systems capable of mixing gases 
on site during fumigation to allow for separate supply of 
components of the mixtures. 

After an area is fumigated to destroy pests, certain 

30 measures must often be taken to prevent pests from re- 
infesting the area. The current means for protecting 
products from reinfestation involve spraying liquid 
chemicals directly onto the products. However, the use 
of such chemicals requires a quarantine period while the 

35 chemicals degrade to low concentrations. During this 
quarantine period, which sometimes lasts for a number 
of days, the product cannot be used. 

In light of the foregoing, there is a need in the art for 
improving phosphine gas fumigation. 

-40 Accordingly, the present invention is directed to a 
gas fumigation method and system that substantially 
obviates one or more of the limitations of the related art. 
In particular, the present invention is directed to gas fu- 
migation with non-flammable gaseous mixtures contain- 

45 jng phosphine and at least one inert gas. 

In its broadest aspect therefore, the invention in- 
cludes a gas fumigation method comprising the steps of 
flowing phosphine from a phosphine source, flowing an 
inert substance from an inert substance source, mixing 

50 the phosphine and the inert substance to form a gase- 
ous mixture, controlling at least one of flow of the phos- 
phine from the phosphine source and flow of the inert 
substance from the inert substance source so that the 
gaseous mixture is non-flammable in air, and passing 

55 the gaseous mixture into a region to fumigate the region. 

More particularly, the invention provides a method 
of fumigation comprising mixing phosphine and an inert 
substance to form a gaseous mixture, controlling the 
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flow of at least one of the phosphine and the inert sub- 
stance so that the gaseous mixture is non-flammable in 
air and passing the flow of gaseous mixture into a region 
to fumigate the region, characterised by sensing the 
concentration of phosphine in the gaseous mixture and/ 
or in the atmosphere of the region, and/or sensing the 
temperature in the region, and regulating the flow of at 
least one of the gaseous mixture, the phosphine and the 
inert gas based on the sensed phosphine concentration/ 
temperature. 

In another aspect, a system for gas fumigating a re- 
gion is provided. The system includes a phosphine 
source, an inert substance source, a mixer fluidly cou- 
pled to the phosphine source and the inert substance 
source to form a gaseous mixture including phosphine 
flowing from the phosphine source and inert substance 
flowing from the inert substance source, the gaseous 
mixture passing from the mixer to the region during gas 
fumigation, and a flow controller controlling at least one 
of flow of the phosphine from the phosphine source to 
the mixer and flow of the inert substance from the inert 
substance source to the mixer so that the gaseous mix- 
ture is non-flammable in air. 

I n a further aspect, a method of fumigating a product 
storage region is provided. The method includes the 
steps of removing a portion of atmosphere from the re- 
gion and returning the portion back to the region so as 
to create recycle flow of the atmosphere through the re- 
gion, flowing a gaseous mixture from a source of the 
gaseous mixture to the region, the gaseous mixture in- 
cluding phosphine and being non-flammable in air, 
sensing concentration of phosphine for the atmosphere 
of the region, and controlling flow of the gaseous mixture 
to the region based on the sensed concentration of 
phosphine to form a pesticidal concentration of phos- 
phine in the region. 

In an additional aspect, a system for fumigating a 
product storage region is provided. The system includes 
a source of a gaseous mixture capable of fumigating 
pests, the gaseous mixture including phosphine and be- 
ing non-flammable in air, a sensor for sensing concen- 
tration of phosphine for atmosphere of the region, a flow 
controller for controlling flow of the gaseous mixture 
from the source to the region based on the sensed con- 
centration of phosphine to form a pesticidal concentra- 
tion of phosphine in the region, and a recycling passage 
for removing a portion of the atmosphere from the region 
and returning the portion back to the region so as to cre- 
ate recycle flow of the atmosphere through the region. 

The invention will now be described by way of ex- 
ample and with reference to the accompanying draw- 
ings, in which: 

Figure 1 is a schematic view of a gas fumigation 
system in accordance with an embodiment of the 
invention wherein broken lines represent electrical 
interconnections and unbroken lines represent fluid 
couplings; and 



Figure 2 is a schematic view gas mixing system for 
use with the gas fumigation system of Figure 1 . 

In the accompanying drawings the same reference 
5 numbers are, wherever possible, used in the drawings 
and the description to refer to the same or like parts. 

In accordance with the invention, there is provided 
a gas fumigation system. As shown in Figure 1, the fu- 
migation system includes a source 10 of a fumigant gas 

10 mixture, a plurality of regions 44a, 44b : and 44c, a re- 
cycling passage 42 for recycling atmosphere through 
the regions 44a-44c, and a supply line 40 for supplying 
the gaseous mixture to the recycling passage 42 and 
the regions 44a-44c to fumigate the regions 44a-44c. 

15 The regions 44a-44c are any type of partially en- 
closed or enclosed areas in which gas fumigation is de- 
sired. Normally, the walls of the regions 44a-44c allow 
for some leakage of gas from the regions 44a-44c, how- 
ever the invention may also be used for gas tight enclo- 

20 sures. In one embodiment of the invention, the regions 
44a-44c are storage areas, such as silos, for food prod- 
ucts or agricultural crops, such as grain. In another em- 
bodiment of the invention, the regions 44a-44c are are- 
as on a vehicle, such as a compartment on a truck or a 

25 railroad car. The present invention can be practised to 
fumigate a number of different types of regions 44a-44c 
and any number of different types of products stored in 
each of the regions 44a-44c. 

In a preferred embodiment of the invention, the gas- 

30 eous mixture provided the source 10 includes phos- 
phine mixed with one or more inert gases, such as car- 
bon dioxide and/or nitrogen, which are non-flammable 
in air. Preferably, the gaseous mixture provided by the 
source 10 includes a sufficient amount of the inert gas 

35 to dilute the phosphine sufficiently enough to render the 
mixture itself non-flammable in air. The use of a non- 
flammable gaseous mixture is significantly safer than 
gas fumigation processes in which high concentrations 
of flammable phosphine are used. In addition, when car- 

^o bon dioxide is one of the inert gases blended in the mix- 
ture, the carbon dioxide acts synergistically with the 
phosphine in the mixture to enhance pest fumigation 
and limits the amount of phosphine required. 

One suitable mixture provided by the source 10 in- 

^5 eludes phosph ine in an amount of less than about 3. 1 % 
by volume with the remainder of the mixture being inert 
gas, such as carbon dioxide and/or nitrogen. Another 
suitable mixture includes phosphine in an amount of 
less than about 5% by volume with an inert gas remain- 

50 der. In addition, the non-flammable gaseous mixture in 
the source 10 may be any of the gaseous mixtures dis- 
closed in the above-mentioned US Patent No. 
4,889,708. 

In one embodiment of the invention, the source 10 
55 is a pressure vessel containing the non-flammable gas- 
eous mixture. Such a source is advantageous when the 
gaseous mixture is blended at an off-site location and 
transported to where fumigation is to take place. With 
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this arrangement, the potentially dangerous generation 
of phosphine is confined to a facility having sufficient 
safety measures for handling flammable concentrations 
of phosphine. Use of a pressure vessel containing the 
gaseous mixture also does not require transportation of 
flammable concentrations of phosphine. 

In another embodiment, the gaseous mixture 
source 10 includes a gas mixing system 20 shown in 
Figure 2. The gas mixing system 20 includes a source 
22 of the inert substance, a source 24 of phosphine, and 
a gas mixer 26 fluidly coupled to the sources 22 and 24 
to blend inert substance flowing from the inert substance 
source 22 with phosphine flowing from the phosphine 
source 24. 

The inert substance source 22 is preferably a pres- 
sure vessel containing an inert substance such as car- 
bon dioxide, nitrogen, or a mixture of carbon dioxide and 
nitrogen. Alternatively, the inert substance source 22 is 
an inert substance generator capable of generating car- 
bon dioxide or nitrogen in a chemical reaction. When the 
inert substance in the inert substance source 22 is ini- 
tially in liquid form, such as when the inert substance is 
pressurised in a pressure vessel, a vaporiser (not 
shown) is preferably located between the inert sub- 
stance source 22 and the mixer 26 to heat the inert sub- 
stance and thereby change its phase from a liquid to a 
gas. 

The phosphine source 24 is preferably a pressure 
vessel containing substantially pure phosphine. Alterna- 
tively the phosphine source 24 is a phosphine generator 
capable of generating phosphine, for example, from the 
reaction of metal phosphide and water. When the phos- 
phine source 24 is a phosphine generator, an unfilled 
pressure vessel (not shown) is also preferably in selec- 
tive fluid communication with the source 24 to store ex- 
cess phosphine produced in the generator. 

The gas mixer 26 is a static or dynamic gaseous 
mixer capable of inducing turbulent flow for mixing. For 
example, the gas mixer 26 may be a 11 T" shaped con- 
nector, a length of tubing having internal baffles, or a 
length of tubing having a segment of chain in its flow 
path to cause blending of the inert substance flowing 
from the inert substance source 22 and the phosphine 
flowing from the phosphine source 24. As shown in Fig- 
ure 2, an inert substance flow meter 28 and an inert sub- 
stance flow valve 30 are positioned between the inert 
substance source 22 and the gas mixer 26 to measure 
the flow rate of inert substance flowing from the source 
22 and to vary the rate of flow, respectively Similarly, a 
phosphine flow meter 32 and phosphine flow valve 34 
are positioned between the phosphine source 24 and 
the gas mixer 26 to measure the flow rate of inert sub- 
stance flowing from the source 24 and to vary the rate 
of flow, respectively. In addition, a gas sensor 36 is pro- 
vided to sense concentration of phosphine and/or con- 
centration of inert substance in the gaseous mixture 
flowing from the gas mixer 26. The gas sensor 36 may 
also measures the flow rate of the gaseous mixture pro- 



duced in the gas mixing system 20. 

A controller 38, which includes one or more micro- 
processors, preferably controls operation of both the 
overall gas fumigation system shown in Figure 1 and the 
5 gas mixing system 20 shown in Figure 2. During control 
of the gas mixing system 20, the controller 38 receives 
signals from the inert substance flow meter 28, the inert 
substance flow valve 30, the phosphine flow meter 32, 
the phosphine flow valve 34 and the gas sensor 36, and 

to sends controlling signals to the inert substance flow 
valve 30 and the phosphine flow valve 34 to control flow 
of the inert substance and/or the phosphine flowing to 
the gas mixer 26. 

Preferably, the controller 38 controls the flow of the 

15 phosphine and the flow of the inert substance prior to 
mixing in the gas mixer 26 to ensure that the phosphine 
is sufficiently diluted with the inert substance to create 
a non-flammable mixture. In addition, the controller 38 
optionally controls the mixing of the inert substance and 

20 the phosphine based on sensed conditions of the gas 
fumigation system, such as concentrations of phos- 
phine for atmosphere in the regions 44a-44c and tem- 
peratures in the regions 44a-44c, as explained below. 
In an embodiment of the invention, the gas mixing 

25 system 20 shown in Figure 2 is mounted on a wheeled 
chassis, such as a trailer, or on a vehicle, such as an 
automobile, a boat, or a railroad car, so that the gas mix- 
ing system 20 may be transported to different locations 
and connected to regions requiring fumigation. Alterna- 
te tively, the gas mixing system 20 may be mounted on a 
vehicle and supplies gaseous mixture to a region locat- 
ed on the vehicle itself. 

Referring back to Figure 1, the recycling passage 
42 includes a common feed passage 46, a common ex- 

35 haust passage 48, branch inlet passages 50a : 50b, and 
50c in direct fluid communication with respective re- 
gions 44a-44c, and branch outlet passages 52a, 52b, 
and 52c also in direct fluid communication with respec- 
tive regions 44a-44c. A blower 54 is positioned in the 

^0 recycling passage 42 between the common exhaust 
passage 48 and the common feed passage 46. The con- 
troller 38 regulates the speed of the blower 54 to control 
flow through the recycling passage 42 and the regions 
44a-44c. Preferably, the controller 38 operates the blow- 

45 er continuously during fumigation to ensure adequate 
distribution of gaseous mixture through the regions 44a- 
44c. 

During operation of the blower 54, the branch outlet 
passages 52a-52c remove a portion of the atmosphere 

50 in respective regions 44a-44c and feed this atmosphere 
into the common exhaust passage 48. After passing 
through the common exhaust passage 48, the common 
feed passage 46 distributes the atmosphere to each of 
the branch inlet passages 50a-50c, which then feed the 

55 atmosphere to the respective regions 44a-44c. The flow 
in the recycling passage 42 causes flow through the re- 
gions 44a-44c and mixing of atmosphere from each of 
the regions 44a-44c. This provides fumigation of essen- 
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tially all of the space in the regions 44a-44c and con- 
serves the amount of gaseous mixture used during fu- 
migation. Conservation of the gaseous mixture is ben- 
eficial because it reduces the amount of phosphine re- 
leased into the environment. 

Valves 62a, 62b, and 62c are provided in respective 
branch inlet passages 50a-50c to control flow of the at- 
mosphere to each of the individual regions 44a-44c. The 
valves 62a-62c are either manual flow control valves or 
automatic valves controlled by the controller 38. When 
one or more of the regions 44a-44c is empty and does 
not require fumigation, the corresponding valves 62a- 
62c are closed to prevent flow to these regions and con- 
serve the gaseous mixture. 

As shown in Figure 1 , a recycle flow feed line 56 is 
coupled between the supply line 40 and the common 
feed passage 46, and region feed lines 58a : 58b, and 
58c are coupled between the supply line 40 and respec- 
tive branch inlet passages 50a-50c. The recycle flow 
feed line 56 passes the gaseous mixture from the supply 
line 40 to the common feed passage 46, and the region 
feed lines 58a-58c pass the gaseous mixture from the 
supply line 40 to the respective branch inlet passages 
50a-50c. This configuration allows for introduction of the 
gaseous mixture into the recycling passage and into 
each the regions 44a-44c during fumigation of each of 
the regions 44a-44c. 

A valve 59 is positioned in the recycle flow feed line 
56 to regulate flow of the gaseous mixture through the 
recycle flow feed line 56. Similarly, valves 60a, 60b, and 
60c are positioned in respective region feed lines 58a- 
58c to regulate flow of the gaseous mixture through 
each of the region feed lines 58a-58c. As shown, the 
valves 58 and 60a-60c are preferably automatic flow 
control valves controlled by the controller 38 in response 
to various sensed conditions of the system, as explained 
below. 

Preferably : structure is provided to vent atmosphere 
from the regions 44a-44c to ambient air. As shown in 
Figure 1 , a valve 64, optionally controlled by the control- 
ler 38, selectively places the common exhaust passage 
48 in flow communication with a vent 66. The vent 66 is 
in flow communication with ambient air outside of the 
system and preferably includes a scrubber or filter 68 
for removing potentially dangerous gases, such as 
phosphine. 

An ambient air intake 70 is also provided to intro- 
duce ambient air into the recycling passage 42 and the 
regions 44a-44c. A valve 72 positioned in the common 
exhaust passage 48 is movable between a first position, 
in which the valve 72 allows recycle flow of atmosphere 
through the common exhaust passage 48 and blocks 
flow through the intake 70, and a second position, in 
which the valve 72 blocks recycle flow through the com- 
mon exhaust passage 48 and allows flow of ambient air 
from the air intake 70 into a portion of the common ex- 
haust passage 48 between the valve 72 and the blower 
54. 



Preferably, the controller 38 controls movement of 
the valve 72 between the first and second positions to 
selectively introduce ambient air into the regions 44a- 
44c. To dilute potentially harmful gases in the regions 

5 44a-44c rapidly, for example, .when workers are to enter 
the regions 44a-44c, the controller 38 places both the 
air intake 70 and vent 66 in flow communication with the 
common exhaust passage 48. 

Various sensors are provided to sense conditions 

10 of the system during a fumigation procedure and to pro- 
vide feedback signals to the controller 38 based on the 
sensed conditions. As shown in Figure 1, phosphine 
sensors 74a, 74b, and 74c are provided to sense con- 
centrations of phosphine in the respective regions 44a- 

is 44c and to send corresponding signals to the controller 
38. Phosphine sensors 76a, 76b, and 76c are also pro- 
vided to sense concentrations of phosphine for atmos- 
phere flowing in respective branch outlet passages 52a- 
52c and to send corresponding signals to the controller 

20 38. In addition, phosphine sensors 78 and 80 are pro- 
vided to sense phosphine concentrations in the recy- 
cling passage 42 at the inlet and outlet ends of the blow- 
er 54 and to send corresponding signals to the controller 
38. 

25 The controller 38 controls the valves 30, 34, 58, 
60a-60c, and 62a-62c and the blower 54 in response to 
the phosphine concentrations sensed by the phosphine 
sensors 74a-74c, 76a-76c : 78, and 80. This enables the 
controller 38 to regulate the phosphine concentration for 
30 each of the regions 44a-44c during a fumigation proce- 
dure. Preferably, the controller 38 manages the phos- 
phine concentration in the regions 44a-44c to conserve 
the gaseous mixture while effectively fumigating pests 
in the regions 44a-44c. 
35 For example, the controller 38 may maintain a phos- 
phine concentration in the regions 44a-44c of from 
about 10 ppm to about 700 ppm, or from about 20 ppm 
to about 250 ppm. During pest fumigation, the controller 
38 establishes and maintains a predetermined phos- 
40 phine concentration in the regions 44a-44c for a period 
of time sufficient to eliminate any pests, and then the 
controller 38 maintains the phosphine concentration at 
a level below the predetermined level to reduce the like- 
lihood of pest entry into the regions. In addition, the con- 
45 troller 38 can increase phosphine concentrations when 
pests may have entered the regions 44a-44c or become 
more active in the regions 44a-44c, such as when food 
products or crops are placed in the regions 44a-44c. 
Preferably, the controller 38 adjusts the concentra- 
te tion of phosphine in each of the regions 44a-44c based 
on conditions related to the likelihood of pest activity in 
the regions 44a-44c. The controller 38 preferably con- 
serves the amount of gaseous mixture used in the re- 
gions 44a-44c to provide optimal pest control at a min- 
ts imal cost and with a reduced risk of releasing potentially 
toxic levels of gases into the environment. 

As shown in Figure 1, temperature sensors 82a, 
82b, and 82c are provided in respective regions 44a- 



BNSDOCID: <EP 0865731 A1_l_> 



9 



EP 0 865 731 A1 



10 



44c. The temperature sensors 82a-82c sense temper- 
ature in the regions 44a-44c and provide corresponding 
signals to the controller 38 to allow for control of the 
phosphine concentrations in the regions 44a -44c based 
on this sensed temperature. At cooler temperatures, 
certain pests become dormant or inactive, and at rela- 
tively higher temperatures some regions to be fumigat- 
ed experience a chimney effect in which extreme tem- 
perature gradients heat gases and force them rapidly 
upwards. In addition, phosphine pest fumigation is more 
effective at higher temperatures. The controller 38 pref- 
erably adjusts the concentrations of phosphine in the re- 
gions 44a-44c to compensate for the effects of temper- 
ature fluctuations. 

The gas fumigation system also preferably includes 
phosphine sensors 84a, 84b, and 84c, an electronic da- 
ta recorder 86, and an audible and visual warning alarm 
88. The phosphine sensors 84a-84c are situated out- 
side of the regions 44a-44c and recycle passage 42 to 
detect any leakage of phosphine from the system into 
the ambient air surrounding the system. The phosphine 
sensors 84a-84c provide a "fence line" monitoring of the 
area surrounding the system and could be any type of 
gas sensor such as a laser beam sensor or point sen- 
sor. 

The controller 38 receives signals from the phos- 
phine sensors 84a-84c and stores data regarding the 
sensed phosphine concentrations in the data recorder 
90. If the concentration of phosphine sensed by the sen- 
sors 84a-84c reaches an unsafe level, the controller 38 
preferably activates an alarm 88 to warn individuals in 
the area about the increased levels of phosphine. In ad- 
dition, the controller 38 may also close the valves 30, 
34, 58, 60a-60c, and62a-62c, and deactivate the blower 
52, to prevent additional leakage of phosphine from the 
system. 

Preferably, a communication device 90 is connect- 
ed to the controller 38 to allow for remote monitoring and 
control of the gas fumigation system via another corre- 
sponding communication device (not shown). The com- 
munication device 90 is any type of device capable of 
sending and receiving data so that the controller 38 can 
be monitored and adjusted. For example, the commu- 
nication device 90 may be a conventional telephone mo- 
dem, a wireless telephone modem, a radio, or any other 
type of communication device allowing two way ex- 
change of information. 

Methods of fumigating pests with the structure 
shown in Figures 1 and 2 are discussed below. Although 
the invention is described in association with this struc- 
ture, the method of the invention in its broadest sense 
could be practised with other structure. 

During a pest fumigation procedure, the controller 
38 initiates operation of the blower 54 to establish flow 
in the recycling passage 42. The flow in the recycling 
passage 42 draws atmosphere from the regions 44a- 
44c via the branch outlet passages 52a-52c and returns 
atmosphere to the regions 44a-44c via the branch inlet 



passages 50a-50c. 

When the gaseous mixture source 10 is a pressure 
vessel containing the gaseous mixture, a valve on the 
vessel is opened to allow flow of the gaseous mixture 
5 from the source 10. When the gaseous mixture source 
10 includes the gas mixing system 20 shown in Figure 
2, flow of the inert substance, such as carbon dioxide 
and/or nitrogen, and flow of phosphine is initiated from 
the respective sources 22 and 24. If the inert substance 

10 source 22 is an inert substance generator, the inert sub- 
stance generator generates the inert substance prefer- 
ably throughout a fumigation process. Similarly, if the 
phosphine source 24 is a phosphine generator, the 
phosphine generator generates the phosphine through- 

15 out fumigation. Optionally, the inert substance source 
22 includes a pressure vessel containing the inert sub- 
stance, and/or the phosphine source 24 includes a pres- 
sure vessel containing the phosphine. 

The controller 38 controls the inert substance flow 

20 valve 30 and phosphine flow valve 34 to mix the non- 
flammable mixture of the phosphine and inert substance 
in the mixer 26. The controller 38 receives signals from 
the inert substance flow meter 28, the phosphine flow 
meter 32, and the gas sensor 36 to adjust flow through 

25 the valves 30 and 34 based on flow rate of the inert sub- 
stance, flow rate of the phosphine, concentration of the 
phosphine and/or inert substance in the mixture, and op- 
tionally the flow rate of the mixture. The information pro- 
vided by the flow meters 28 and 32 and the gas sensor 

30 36 allows the controller 38 to constantly monitor and 
manage the relative concentrations of inert substance 
and phosphine in the gaseous mixture to ensure that the 
mixture is non-flammable. In addition, the gas mixing 
system 20 is capable of adjusting the relative propor- 

35 tions of the phosphine and the inert substance during 
fumigation. 

Although the gas mixing system 20 preferably mix- 
es the phosphine and inert substance throughout the fu- 
migation process, the controller 38 optionally also con- 

40 trols the valves 30 and 34 to allow for flow of the inert 
substance alone rather than the gaseous mixture. This 
type of control is sometimes preferable at the beginning 
of a pest fumigation procedure to purge atmosphere 
from the regions 44a-44c with the inert substance before 

45 flowing the gaseous mixture into the regions 44a-44c. 

When the gaseous mixture flows through the supply 
line 40 from the source 10, the controller 38 controls the 
valves 58 and 60a-60c to allow for flow of the gaseous 
mixture into the recycling passage 42 and the regions 

so 44a-44c. Initially the gaseous mixture is diluted when it 
combines with the atmosphere present in the regions 
44a-44c and the recycling passage 42 before initiation 
of gas fumigation. Over time, more gaseous mixture 
flows into the recycling passage 42 and the regions 44a- 

55 44 Cl and eventually the concentration of phosphine in 
the regions 44a-44c increases to a pesticidal level. 

The flow in the recycling passage 42 provides mix- 
ing of the atmospheres of each of the regions 44a-44c. 
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This recycle flow maintains relatively uniform concen- 
tration of phosphine throughout each of the regions 44a- 
44c during fumigation. In addition, the recycle flow re- 
duces the amount of gaseous mixture required during 
fumigation because the gaseous mixture initially intro- 
duced into the recycling passage 42 and the regions 
44a-44c continuously passes through the regions 44a- 
44c. 

As gas flows from the gas supply 10, the controller 
38 receives input from the phosphine sensors 74a-74b 
and 76a-76c to determine the phosphine concentration 
in the atmosphere of the regions 44a-44c. The controller 
38 also receives input from the phosphine sensors 78 
and 80 and the temperature sensors 82a-82c to deter- 
mine the concentration of phosphine in the recycle flow 
and the temperature in the regions 44a-44c. 

Based on the sensed phosphine concentrations 
and temperatures, the controller 38 controls the valves 
30, 34, 58, 60a-60c, and 62a-62c and the blower 54 to 
regulate the phosphine concentration in each of the re- 
gions 44a-44c. The controller 38 optionally controls the 
valves 30, 34, 58, 60a-60c, and 62a-62 in a number of 
different ways to modify flow. For example, the controller 
38 may control the valves 30, 34, 58, 60a-60c, and 62a- 
62 to provide for continuous, continuous and variable, 
or pulsing flow of the gaseous mixture to each of the 
regions 44a-44c independently. 

In the embodiment shown in Figure 1 , the controller 
38 varies the rate of a continuously operating blower 54 
to modify flow through the recycling passage 42. How- 
ever, the flow through the recycling passage 42 can be 
varied in other ways and by other means. For example, 
the flow in the recycling passage 42 could be pulsed by 
operating the blower 54 intermittently. In addition, the 
blower 54 could have a bypass selectively placing the 
inlet of the blower 54 in flow communication with the out- 
let of the blower 54, a throttle opening could be provided 
in the recycling passage 42, or multiple blowers could 
be provided. Optionally, the controller 38 monitors op- 
eration of the blower 54 and ceases flow of the gaseous 
mixture in the event of failure of the blower 54. 

When phosphine is depleted from the system, for 
example, due to leakage from walls of the regions 44a- 
44c, the controller 38 continues the supply of the gase- 
ous mixture and adjusts flow of the gaseous mixture to 
make up for the loss. Preferably, the controller 38 main- 
tains a predetermined concentration of phosphine in the 
regions 44a-44c for a sufficient amount of time to exter- 
minate any pests in the regions 44a-44c. Thereafter, the 
controller 38 maintains a lower concentration of phos- 
phine in the regions 44a-44c to ensure that pests will 
not attempt to reinfest the regions 44a-44c. 

The controller 38 preferably increases the concen- 
tration of phosphine in the regions 44a-44c when pest 
infestations are more likely. For example, the controller 
38 increases the concentration of phosphine in the re- 
gions 44a-44c after a product, such as grain, is added 
to the region. This increase of phosphine concentration 



fumigates any pests in the added product. 

During fumigation, the controller 38 preferably mon- 
itors the phosphine concentration sensors 84a-84c to 
detect increased concentrations of phosphine leaking 
s from the regions 44a-44c or other areas of the gas fu- 
migation system. The recorder 86 maintains a record of 
the concentrations sensed by the sensors 84a-84c to 
allow for monitoring of the system. When the sensors 
84a-84c sense potentially unsafe concentrations of 

io phosphine, the controller 38 activates the alarm 88 to 
provide a warning to individuals in the area, and the con- 
troller 38 closes the valves 30, 34, 58, 60a-60c, and 62a- 
62c to prevent additional leakage from the system. 
If desired, the fumigation process can be monitored 

75 from a remote location via the communication device 90. 
If adjustments to the fumigation process are desired, the 
communication device 90 allows for adjustment of the 
process from the remote location. 

At the completion of the fumigation process, the 

20 controller 38 preferably adjusts the valve 64 and the 
valve 72 to vent atmosphere from the regions 44a-44c 
through the vent 66 and to introduce fresh ambient air 
through the air intake 70. After a sufficient amount of 
time, this diminishes the amount of gaseous mixture in 

25 , the regions 44a-44c so that individuals may enter the 
regions 44a-44c. 

Because the gas mixing system 20 and gas fumi- 
gation system regulate and control flows of gases, the 
present invention allows for controlled dosing of partic- 

30 ular amounts of phosphine in each the regions 44a-44c 
and for relatively instantaneous start up and shut down 
of gas flows. Controlling flow of the gaseous mixture to 
the regions 44a-44c, rather than generation of phos- 
phine in the regions, reduces the likelihood of residue 

35 being left in the regions 44a-44c and eliminates the need 
for high humidity or external water supply to the regions 
44a -44c. 

The present invention flows non-flammable gase- 
ous mixtures into the regions 44a-44c, rather than al- 
40 lowing flammable concentrations of phosphine to be in- 
troduced or build up in the regions 44a-44c. Therefore, 
the present invention is safer than other phosphine fu- 
migation methods and systems. 

In particular, the present invention has a significant 
45 number of advantages as compared to pest fumigation 
approaches in which phosphine is generated from metal 
phosphides without providing for control of gas flow or 
control of gas mixing. Risk of fire is extremely low be- 
cause the gaseous mixture is non-flammable and dilut- 
ee ed initially when the mixture combines with atmosphere 
in the regions 44a-44c. The release and control of the 
gaseous mixture is relatively independent of climatic 
conditions. 

Potential worker exposure to high concentrations of 
55 phosphine is minimised because the non-flammable 
gaseous mixture is contained in fluid handling equip- 
ment. In addition, workers do not have to enter the re- 
gions 44a-44c and perform tasks such as removal and 
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disposal of residual mater. This reduces the number of 
workers required to perform fumigation. 

The present invention enables control and direct 
measurement of phosphine release and termination of 
the release on demand. Control of flow in the recycling s 
passage 42 can be used to provide a desired concen- 
tration of phosphine in the regions 44a -44c. The method 
and system of the present invention can establish a uni- 
form pesticidal atmosphere at a rate dependent upon 
the geometry of the regions 44a-44c and the rate of re- 10 
cycle flow. 

The method and system of the present invention 
can, rather than relying on liquid chemicals, maintain a 
relatively low concentration of phosphine in the regions 
44a-44c over a period of time to reduce infestations by is 
mobile pests. Products in the regions 44a-44c are avail- 
able for use as soon as the phosphine is ventilated from 
the regions 44a-44c without requiring a significant quar- 
antine period. 

It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that var- 20 
ious modifications and variations can be made to the 
structure of the present invention without departing from 
the scope of the invention. For example, the present in- 
vention could be used to manage flow of flammable gas- 
es other than phosphine, to provide for fumigation of any 25 
numbers of regions, or to provide for fumigation of a sin- 
gle region, rather than a plurality of regions. In addition, 
the gas mixing system of Figure 2 could be used in com- 
bination with a gas fumigation system different from that 
shown in Figure 1 . 30 

Claims 

1. A method of fumigation comprising mixing phos- 35 
phine and an inert substance to form a gaseous 
mixture, controlling the flow of at least one of the 
phosphine and the inert substance so that the gas- 
eous mixture is non-flammable in air and passing 

the flow of gaseous mixture into a region to fumigate 40 
the region, characterised by sensing the concentra- 
tion of phosphine in the gaseous mixture and/or in 
the atmosphere of the region, and/or sensing the 
temperature in the region, and regulating the flow 
of at least one of the gaseous mixture, the phos- is 
phine and the inert gas based on the sensed phos- 
phine concentration/temperature. 

2. A method according to Claim 1, comprising moni- 
toring the temperature of product stored in the re- so 
gion and controlling the flow of the gaseous mixture 
based on the sensed temperature. 

3. A method according to Claim 1 or Claim 2, compris- 
ing removing a portion of atmosphere from the re- ss 
gion, returning the portion back to the region so as 

to create a recycle flow of the atmosphere, and 
combining the gaseous mixture with the recycle 



14 
flow. 

4. A method according to Claim 3, wherein the step of 
passing the flow into the region comprises control- 
ling at least one of the combined flow of the gaseous 
mixture and the recycle flow, the method comprising 
controlling the flow of the gaseous mixture prior to 
combining the gaseous mixture with the recycle 
flow. 

5. A method according to Claim 3 or Claim 4, wherein 
the recycle flow is continuous and wherein the 
method includes the step of varying the recycle flow. 

6. A method according to any preceding Claim, com- 
prising maintaining a predetermined phosphine 
concentration in the region for a period of time suf- 
ficient to eliminate pests in the region, and then 
maintaining the concentration of phosphine at a lev- 
el below the predetermined level so as to reduce 
the likelihood of pest entry into the region. 

7. A method according to any preceding Claim, com- 
prising adding product to the region and increasing 
the concentration of phosphine in the region to fu- 
migate pests in the added product. 

8. A method according to any preceding Claim, where- 
in the step of passing the flow into the region com- 
prises controlling the flow of the gaseous mixture to 
provide a plurality of separate flows of the gaseous 
mixture to a plurality of separate regions. 

9. A method according to Claim 3, or to any of Claims 
4 to 8 when dependent on Claim 3, wherein the step 
of sensing phosphine concentration comprises 
sensing the phosphine concentration in at least one 
of the region itself and the recycle flow. 

10. A method according to any preceding Claim, com- 
prising sensing phosphine concentration in an area 
outside of the region and interrupting flow of the 
gaseous mixture to the region and/or activating an 
alarm when the sensed phosphine concentration in 
the area is above a predetermined concentration 
and/or recording the sensed phosphine concentra- 
tion in the area. 

11. A method according to any preceding Claim, com- 
prising monitoring and adjusting the controlling step 
via a communication device located away from the 
region. 

12. A method according to any preceding Claim, where- 
in the inert substance is selected from the group 
consisting of carbon dioxide, nitrogen, and a mix- 
ture of carbon dioxide and nitrogen. 
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13. A method according to any preceding Claim, where- 
in the phosphine is drawn from a source comprising 
a pressure vessel containing phosphine gas. 

14. A method according to any one of Claims 1 to 13, 
wherein the phosphine is drawn from a source com- 
prising a phosphine gas generator, the method fur- 
ther including generating phosphine gas in the 
phosphine generator. 

15. A method according to any preceding Claim, where- 
in the inert substance is drawn from a source com- 
prising a pressure vessel containing the inert sub- 
stance. 

16. Apparatus for gas fumigating a region, comprising 
a mixer fluidly coupled to a phosphine source and 
to an inert substance source to form a gaseous mix- 
ture including phosphine and inert substance, a flow 
controller adapted for controlling the flow of at least 
one of the phosphine and the inert substance to the 
mixer so that the gaseous mixture is non-flammable 
in. air and means for passing the gaseous mixture 
to the region, characterised by sensor means for 
sensing at least one of: the concentration of phos- 
phine and/or of inert substance in the gaseous mix- 
ture; concentration of phosphine in the atmosphere 
of the region; and temperature in the region, the flow 
controller being adapted to receive input from the 
sensor means and to regulate the flow of at least 
one of the gaseous mixture, the phosphine, and the 
inert substance based on the sensed concentration/ 
temperature. 

17. Apparatus according to Claim 16, further compris- 
ing a recycling passage for removing a portion of 
atmosphere from the region and returning the por- 
tion back to the region so as to create a recycle flow, 
the recycling passage being in fluid communication 
with the mixer so that the gaseous mixture com- 
bines with the recycle flow. 

18. Apparatus according to Claim 17, wherein the flow 
controller controls the flow of at least one of the 
combined flow of gaseous mixture and recycle flow, 
and the flow of the gaseous mixture prior to com- 
bining the gaseous mixture with the recycle flow. 

19. Apparatus according to any one of Claims 16 to 18 
comprising sensor means for monitoring tempera- 
ture of product stored in the region, the flow control- 
ler being adapted to control the flow of gaseous mix- 
ture based on the sensed product temperature. 

20. Apparatus according to any one of Claims 1 6 to 1 9 
comprising sensor means for sensing phosphine 
concentration in an area outside of the region, the 
flow controller being adapted to interrupt flow of the 
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phosphine concentration in the area is above a pre- 
determined concentration. 
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